first four chapters. Even then some questions remain about the long period of
development of the two uniting communions. It is appropriate, then, to sketch
out, with a selective use of a vast body of material, the historical development of
denominations known until 1957 as the Congregational Christian Churches and
the Evangelical and Reformed Church. To do that is to uncover the unique

features of the kinship which these groups have redi d ;
Church of Christ. P scovered as the United

il

CHAPTER 6

FROM MOVEMENT TO
DENOMINATION:

THE CONGREGATIONAL
CHRISTIAN STORY

Congregational origins are the subject of an immense body of research. Asa
movement nurtured in the English Puritan Reformation, it shared with other
groups claiming that heritage some concepts of the nature of the church and its
organization that in one form or another have affected much of American
Protestantism. At the same time scholars have found in Congregational devel-
opment some of the most distinctive ideas of Puritanism.

Debate rather than agreement, however, has characterized much of that
research over the past fifty years. Even at this date a clear picture of Congrega-
tional origins is not easily gained. There is general agreement that historians
writing in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were inclined to read
into the early New England life some of the prevailing nineteenth-century dem-
ocratic accents on individual rights and religious liberty. However, H. Shelton
Smith points out that “one of the surprising tums in contemporary historical
research concerns the origin of Congregationalism,” in which that tendency is
challenged.! Some new and helpful perspectives are now available for under-
standing this particular expression of Reformed church life. They are of especial
significance for understanding why it was possible for Congregationalists to join
with the Evangelical and Reformed Church in forming the United Church of
Christ.

Denominational models of church life inhibit the effort to understand Con-
gregational origins. Such models have only nineteenth- and twentieth-century
frames of reference; they are inapplicable to the early seventeenth-century
milieu of religious organization in which the Congregational models of church
life began to evolve. The Puritan movement, which eventually gave birth to
such models, had little concern in the beginning for the framing of a new type of
church organization. As Edmund S. Morgan has pointed out, divisions among
the Puritans over the “form” of the church became acute only after they
achieved control of the English Pariament in 1641.2 At that time quite diverse
points of view began to develop.

Then some Puritans preferred to leave each individual church independent

of outside control, while others thought that the ministers of the churches

should be organized into presbyteries, consociations, and synods in order to
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E::l)rclf orthodo;y art:long themselves. Those who held the latter view be
e known as Presbyterians; those wh i
e oms o Gt :ttionalistsﬁ o held the former were called Inde.

th¥nd these gradually diverging points of view, however, were some shared
convictions about the nature of the church, which had been hammered out of
t!\e struggle to cleanse the Church of England throughout the latter half of th
sxxtegnt.h century. Much of the impulse for this came from the influence of Johe
FJalvm in Geneva, Ulrich Zwingli in Zurich, and Martin Bucer and Peter Martyn
in the Rhineland. It was to these Reformers that many English Protestants fled ir:
15.53 when Queen Mary restored Catholic practice. After Mary's death these
exiles brought to the motherland strong convictions about the internal inde
pendence of the church that they had learned in the Rhineland. They knew thc;
church as a people gathered out of the world by the preaching of the gospel
whp, fn the unity of the Spirit, strengthened one another, enabling all to frame
their lives by the Word of God. God's sovereign rule through the Word would
not_rtlp?lerateheith;r ecclesiastical or political interference.

.ese shared convictions were used in a variety of ways. i
re_mz.amed faithful to the Anglican tradition, seekingtsio puﬁfﬁsth?iﬁirf:rg?:
w1th1n: Others organized new congregations after the model of church govern-
ment in Calvin’s Geneva; these were the Presbyterians. Those most influenced
by the Rhineland Reformers were the Independents or nonconformists. They
helfi that the “visible church is a particular congregation, never a dioce.san or
national body,” having full power to order its life because Christ is Head of the
;::;r;};.“ Sor thesg1 Independents the church was gathered by mutual covenant-

, based upon the covenant of
W baseq upon fhe cov sacmmegzce that God had made known through the
These foundational ideas about the church were shared by th i
They differed from the Independents in their relationship tg thz Séﬁﬁ:}?ﬁ;
England. As the name implies, separatism meant complete separation from the
Church of England, denying that a corrupt church could be the true church.
Lr}l’clllempl’e]ns:g;s, g:i!etazszrﬁng tge right and obligation to govern their life in the
r Christ, did not
e e o ot eny that the true church could also be found
As the Puritan movement flowed to New England shores, its undifferentiated
forms of church organization were tested in completely new circumstances. Out
of that testing came the basic strains of Congregational church life. .

?:!lGlNS OF THE NEW ENGLAND WAY

e cartographer’s tracing of Congregational origins pinpoi i

[ ' gins pinpoints sites on both
51dgs of the Atlantic. Each site is significant for particular developments in the
Puritan movement as it faced the need to shape a church in conformity with its
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vision. England, Holland, and New England witnessed and shared in the strug-
gle of totally dedicated Puritans to be obedient to their convictions. Not given to
reticence about their views, they have left a wealth of detailed, but sometimes
confusing, printed materials by which later generations can enter into their
journeys.

Although Elizabeth, who succeeded Mary on the throne in 1558, was Protes-
tant, her regime continually frustrated the hopes of nonconforming Puritans.
The result was another exodus to the Continent in the early 1600s, largely, but
not exclusively, of those who were known as Separatists. Sometimes known as
Brownists (after Robert Browne, of Norwich) or Barrowists (after Henry Barrow,
the most rigid Separatist of them all), their location in Holland was significant.
There they were free to organize, discuss, debate, and reorganize. This resulted
in a mellowing of positions about the church, which eventually brought non-
separatist and separatist strains of thinking closer together as the movement
began toward America.

John Robinson, however, is the focus of attention in Holland. This dedicated
Puritan pastor brought most of his congregation from Scrooby, England to
Amsterdam in 1608 and then to Leyden in 1609, where they remained for
eleven years. There they sought to be a disciplined body of believers gathered
by the Word, formed by the Spirit, and leading a holy life. From the strong
Reformed influences of the Rhineland, they learned “the principles of mutual
edification and fraternal correction” so essential to the community of faith.®

Separatist though he was, Robinson was not intolerant of nonseparating
Puritans. In Holland he had intimate ties with Henry Jacob and William Ames,
two outstanding thinkers of the nonseparatist tradition who had fled to Holland
because of the threats of the English ecclesiastical authorities. Current schol-
arship agrees that this association led finally to some modification of Robinson’s
separatist views.® In particular, Jacob's influence on Robinson can be seen in the
latter's change of attitude toward the Church of England, a change noted by
others. More important is the evidence in the Seven Articles of the Leyden
Church, signed by Robinson and William Brewster, a ruling elder of the church.
Articles four, five, and six exhibit an attitude toward the Church of England and
the authority of the bishops that belie a rigid separatist position.” This document,
prepared apparently about three years before the journey to Plymouth, not only

shows the influence of Jacob and Ames as powerful thinkers but also the fluid
character of Puritan understandings of the church at that time, both among
Separatists and non-Separatists.

Americans generally, not only Congregationalists, find the stirring account of
the pilgrimage of the Leyden congregation to the New England shores a trea-
sured document.® Told by William Bradford, governor of Plymouth Colony, the
story of that epic voyage is eloquent testimony of the indomitable spirit of those
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Puritans who knew themselves as “not thei
were pilgrime,” wrofe ‘ eir own but God’s.” “They kne
?ona] origins was anchffzgf;’fgl;fnm lﬁgcfc’gi? S{ Thelr place in COn‘grih?
orming of the American Congregational tradiﬁon e extent of their role in the
gl:; tg ;i;enot:er a]nd larger migration of Puritans, c\sgob:ett;laec; ?nolr\:llgsls)ay t}?ming
were more numerous in Englan :
greo: fur:lgilzgfl tl;?f? were the separatism. Their journey tg thedl\iar\:\(il \i\a}:i?da:fo "
g Danfg) o ;r_znt“ motive from that of the Separatists. They camead :
oo ard Tofomm no; ,se onan errand into the wilderness”; their aim was ex; -
Fotbor, 25 Gov. John V\;;'ar?]hon. The Church of England was their spirit:;i
Charity ame cl' o ‘fit rop emphasized. Winthrop’s A Modell of Christi
A compariso(;alr f1 f\lN{canon o f the colony’s purpose and role.® e
flower Compact ?o : dmtf_lll;op s dqcument and Bradford’s account of The Ma
provatling in thesF:a t\:l/l es 11 urwnatmg perceptions of both the different conceri}]-
Pt Wt qﬂco onizing efforts and their different self-understandin :
“ander orders.” Th p illustrates the profound sense of going to the New Wor]g;
quonce, the d(.)Cumere 'was a task to be done, a commission to fulfill. In conse-
HIL . - soe that I r that wee shall be as a Ci
undextakse%e at:caitsge we shall .deale fglsely with our god in this workcelttugezpho:v:
be made a story andc:lésye.\:g:j t?h\:gg;iratz:e his l1i>:lresl¢§nt help from us, wee shall
a ston e world.”** Wi
thegerailflgrtggsalél‘:o a body of vision-oriented colonists\.N inihiop sought to mold
largely descripﬁveo%mtq: the Leyden pilgrim’s approach to the colonizing task is
LA u tl) includes The Mayflower Compact. That compact had
many strangers”ir:oty fthi fact that among the Mayflower passengers were
England. “Oceadionod Omt e Leydgn Church—who had joined the ship in
s of the oo ers’1:,)a 3::1 by the discontented and mutinous speeches” that
et foundati gers” made, the Qommct, according to Bradford, was “the
i Comon of their govermente in this place.”"! ’
church coue rllzarftta‘gas’t a; H. Sl'?elton Smith points out, nothing more than a
a il body poliﬁcir’)’eb for civic us.e.12 Its distinction is in the establishment of
vl magitios aso ased on social contract and not upon the authority of
Plymouth Colon gpom;fd by the Crown. This in itself differentiated the
continued to be ;/em;rgf © Massachuselts Bay Colony, where ciil authorlty
i, From the boatani t;;om the Crown and was linked to ecclesiastical authot-
The covract wgs thleg:‘ ehPlymguth Puritans were a covenant-based church.
When fhe o © ?iut ority that founded order in the life of the church.
not as dloar 11 parating Puritans settled in Massachusetts Bay, they were
in their thinking about the issue of the authority by whict; the Séhmch
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cld claimed in 1572, a “company
f the faythfull called and gathered out of the worlde by the
_» who were the faithful?*® The Separatists had
e covenant. The Bay Puritans had not
gh years of struggle in the mother
Puritan understanding of the church

could define itself. If the church is, as John Fi

or congregatione 0O
preachinge of the Gospell, . .
answered that by a consistent use of th
been as consistent simply because throu

country they could not fully reconcile their
with their loyalty to the Church of England. Edmund S. Morgan claimed that
by their refusal to separate from the Church of England, the nonseparating

Puritans deprived themselves of the opportunity to put their ideas fully into

practice. . . . There is evidence that a few ministers gathered together special

groups from within a church or from several churches. The members bound
themselves to one another by covenant but also remained as members of

their regular parish churches.™
Their arrval in New England gave n

ence in forming the church. Their princip
be their practice in a Jand where the mother church did not exist and where

jong-time parish memberships did not prevail? Could they form the church

under the principles enunciated by Henry Jacob, one of their number, who is

sometimes called the father of Congregational church theory? His summary

included:
(1) The visible church is a p
national body; (2) the church is
ing; (3) the church is composed of h
supreme head of the church is Jesus Christ, fro
immediate and full power to order its entire life,
control by any overhead body.?®

These were principles affirmed by all Puritans, including the Separatists, but

only the latter group had practiced the principles consistently by going first to

Holland, then to Plymouth. Now, in Massachusetts Bay, the non-Separatists

were in the position of doing what many of them, when in England, had

criticized the Separatists for doing.

What happened at Massachusetts Bay continues to be surrounded with ques-
tions and speculation. Two quite opposite points of view are held: one insisting
that the nonseparating Puritans there established a distinctive form of church
order's; the other contending that by reason of a visit from the Plymouth Col-
ony, the Bay people were converted to a separatist position.”

That the Plymouth Separatists did not influence the founding of the first
church in the Bay—Salem—would seem to fly in the face of facts. In 1629,
when Salem was founded, leading members of the Plymouth Colony were
present. Edmund S. Morgan argues convincingly that the Bay Puritans probably

sought and willingly received counsel from these visitors about voluntary church

onseparating Putitans their first experi-
les were clear enough, but what would

articular congregation, never a diocesan or
formally gathered through mutual covenant-
oly or regenerate believers; (4) the
m whom the church has
without determination or

141

————



oraanizati .
turtgingﬁtlggvci}?u?c:l;h the P!yn'{outh colonists were experienced.’® The
and the ordaining of & pastor and 3 tacher were rerie of ot e
There was, however, no claim of on fro e oot Iniuence
ot Joho oo, w};o 0 claim of s;gax?hon from the Church of Englang, |,
that there had been any undue s:par:ﬁsftnilrr\fsll e oo Pt care 0 dénn
ue in hi
ThTN l:::ty to}{ the Congregational Churches Clea::e(;:;2 (fi%Z,BI)D.lgmomh i bis tract
ot a,ffe ;Za\;ge tIFje features of church life worked out by the Bay Purita
om = et twb nglfand for generations? In seeking to answer that iy
for it e Imborta peg oc;earfm mind that the Congregational Way in New Enggisé
o ot B ol years, so that some distinguishing features did not
D e P]ymoi ﬂe;rzetager. During that time there were changes in both t}?e
oy an ements and consequently some distinctions appear
It is clear that Bay Puritans were ists i
o . not Separatists in the sense of s i
o ¢ see Ssl;uchStcgoEtl:gland, while l?!ymouth Puritans were clearly szgzgg:g
n 2 sens \;uorld X groups were “separatists” in the sense of being “called
By Pt v;h.«z}}:;atx;ated. fror:n worldly behavior. The distinctive feature of
B ,accelt ecame, in John Cotton’s words, the “Congregational
b, was the ac nt on the cgvenant of grace. It is God’s grace working in the
o s tiene.rates f.alt'h. That faith, then, obligates the Christian *“to
Foe confosion of the fath -+ 0wt oreshoes ot o ooy
e o ceey mselves unto . . . visibl -
dsnms y tk\ghgg (alrc;tttiotr; accentuated faith as God's work, he was ?rr‘leplcy]()'rr:grsg?i-
o ol empEaSiZest}; u;hq, although in agreement about grace as essential
e o hasize behrul‘ts of grace by their requirement of a church cove:
octbishing the ghurch zna\nor. For Cotton that meant the Separatists were
o, a covenant of works rather than on the covenant of
T .
o t::cii?é;gecg:nonal Way as developed by Bay Puritans laid stress, then, not
o e s n;/ecrluant as .the fgundaﬁon of the church but upon thé cove'nant
ol impl(;,menﬁn 3 ea s?vmg faith possible.?! The church covenant was simply
28 implem graceg evice for the assembling into a body (congregation) of those
ho knew dra ha(s)?h{n oth'er wqrds, had “saving faith.” Again, then, the ques-
o was: Who has t is Bs:vmg falth? As Congregational church life developed in
e s decade of f e > fy Colony’s existence, the “testing” of persons seeking
oot ttixrc or the purpose of identifying “‘saving faith”” became a
oo ub oo \;e‘ ‘p\);oFedure: Its ’subtle intention was to see that the church
e Concemyo? o gﬁ)rlén zimts.(; The e>fp.e¥1'ence of saving faith became
concern of the churches, especiall’ya gf tt:ee crinexg?sltt::: of that experince vas he
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Formalizing the order of church life called “congregational” took place at
Cambridge. A “synod,” that is, an assembly of “‘elders and messengers” of the
churches, gathered to consider their direction and the problems that defied
mutual counsel on a voluntary basis. Called originally by the General Court of
the Bay Colony in 1646, the synod’s work was not completed until the third
session, in 1648, when it produced what is known as the Cambridge Platform.
Distinguished by its delineation of the Congregational understanding of church
government, the Platform represented the fruit of the efforts of Bay Puritans to
pe responsible to their vision of God's will for the church.?

THE CONGREGATIONAL WAY TESTED

The Cambridge Platform has been called New England Congregationalism’s
“monument.”’ That designation has an unintended appropriateness when it is
remembered that monuments often honor achievements past and gone. Up
untl the time the Cambridge Synod formulated the Platform, the vitality of the
Congregational Way developed by the Bay Puritans had been evident in the
numbers of people gathered into churches. More than fifty churches could be
counted as the product of the zeal and dedication these colonists brought to
their calling as Christians. But the problems that prompted the calling of the

synod in the first place were not soon to be solved. The Congregational Way

entered a time of testing, which brought far-reaching changes both to the form
of the churches and to their faith.

Any survey of the writings of the latter half of the seventeenth-century New
England experience readily shows the nature of that testing. Caused by a com-
bination of social and religious circumstances—second-generation lack of
spiritual fervor, growing religious pluralism, declining Puritan influence in
England—this testing is shown in two defensive developments: the Half-Way
Covenant and the Reforming Synod of 1679.

The first was a compromising solution to the problem presented by church
members who, although in the covenant, were not in full communion because
they had not given evidence of “saving faith,” but who still wanted their chil-
dren baptized. These “half-way” church members could hardly be denied the
desire for their children’s baptism without driving them out of the church. In

1662 elders and messengers from the churches gathered in Boston to act in
concert to authorize such baptisms. This action, the so-called Half-Way Cove-
nant, was a break in the exclusivistic pattem of the early Congregational Way.
Inevitably, it had a liberalizing effect and began to sap the vitality that the
churches had known.

The second defensive develop
called out of a concern to improve
though accompanied by a day of fasting an

ment—the Reforming Synod of 1679—was
discipline and order in the churches. Al-
d prayer in the churches, the synod’s
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efforts were nonproductive. Nothing came of the reiteration of the demand for
faithfulness to the Cambridge Platform; that monument seemed to have turneq
into stone.®

This breaking away from tradition generated storms of controversy. One

liberalizer who was more influential than the others, Solomon Stoddard, was at
the heart of the dispute. At the Northampton church, where he served nearly
sixty years, Stoddard demonstrated a concern for evangelism that bore frujt in
several periods of spiritual awakening among the people. But Stoddard became
increasingly dissatisfied with the restrictions of the Bay traditions and especially
with the Half-Way Covenant. He refused to debar from the eucharist those who
had not been able to make a confession of a saving faith (an ever-increasing
number) but who had owned the covenant. He saw the eucharist as a convert-
ing ordinance whose nurturing effect should be withheld from no one who hagd
made even a beginning profession of faith.

Two powerful cultural and religious developments of the turn of the centuyy,
extending nearly to the Revolution, that drastically changed the Congregational
Way even as they did all of New England social and political life, were the
growing strength of the Enlightenment in England and the rise of revivalism,
known in America as the Great Awakening. On the Continent of Europe, but
especially in England, the Enlightenment heightened human critical sensitivities
and so produced increasing human self-confidence. Christian churches, which
had so long dominated not only the spiritual but the intellectual life of westem
Europe, responded sometimes with resistance but also with accommodation.
Out of resistance came efforts at spiritual revival. Out of accommodation came
intellectual trends in theology that brought much internal struggle for the
churches. The influence of these movements flowing to America from Europe is
seen in the changes that took place in the eighteenth century, before the Revo-
lution.

Not only did the churches of Massachusetts suffer spiritual decline, but all the
way down the Connecticut River Valley to New Haven the loss of spiritual
vitality had made inroads that were of great concern. While the struggle against
liberalizing trends in Massachusetts never seemed to reverse the spiritual decline
in the churches in that period, a different experience developed in Connecticut.
The critical turning point was the convening of a synod at Saybrook, by order of
the General Assembly of the colony, and the adoption in 1708 of what was
known as the Saybrook Platform.

THE WAY REDESIGNED

The influence of the Saybrook Platform has been variously assessed, but it is
clear that the document was produced by (and itself produced) forces that were
to have a long-range effect in the shaping of Congregationalism. Sydney E.
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gregationalism over the following one hundred fifty years.. pa1 o s have
or a similar arrangement, it is doubtful that the Congregationa " y’l‘hree it
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of benefits accrued to the Congregational churches as a resuit ©
thel’[i)i:goggﬁsociaﬁon and its related provisic?ns enabled for:\f:git&;)ﬁ?;
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by the two Great Awakenings, the Revolution, and the s @e;y \1N " t g
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is the Plan of Union of 1801 with the Presbyterians, which was designed o,
cooperative work on the frontier.*

Of equal interest but of less significance for the shaping of Congregationalism
for the future were certain events that occurred in Massachusetts during the
same period as the Saybrook developments. Liberal trends had alarmed the
more conservative Boston clergy for some time. Matters came to a head when
some of the more aggressive laypeople, who were not afraid to challenge the
older clergy, broke with tradition and took the lead in founding the Brattle Street
Church. These “innovators” called a Presbyterian minister to serve the church
and introduced the use of the Lord's Prayer in the regular worship. In what
seemed to add insult to injury, this group issued a Manifesto that caused In-
crease Mather and his son, Cotton, to react in true conservative style.

Out of the ensuing pamphlet war and debate came a set of Proposals,
produced by a convention of ministers of the Boston area in 1705. Essentially
these Proposals sought to achieve the same kind of restoration of order and
cohesiveness among the churches that was to be found in the Saybrook Plat-
form of Connecticut. But the Proposals met with immediate resistance, much of
it led by John Wise, whose book The Churches’ Quarrel Espoused had a
powerful role in reshaping Massachusetts Congregationalism in a liberal direc-
tion. The significance of Wise’s book lies in his use of Enlightenment thought,
with its accent on natural law, to support the New England Way. Here was the
movement of accommodation that introduced vigorous strains of European
(especially English) rationalism into American church life.

However, Williston Walker, noted Congregational historian, claimed that the
failure of the conservative forces (the Mathers and their supporters) to achieve
what the Saybrook Synod had accomplished was not due simply or even
primarily to John Wise’s influence; rather, it was a result of the aloofness of the
civil authorities in Massachusetts. They did not support the cause of the majority
of concerned clergy in the same way that the Connecticut General Court acted
for the churches.?® Perhaps the real import of John Wise as spokesman for the
rising liberal movement was his shift of authority in the church from its Puritan
base in the authority of Christ expressed through the scriptures and the experi-
ence of a saving faith, to a base in the will of the people—in short, in church
democracy. The event that brought radical change to church life in Mas-
sachusetts was the founding of the Brattle Street Church in 1699; the rationale
*The Plan of Union will be discussed later in this chapter. It is important to point out in this

connection, however, that early New England Puritan colonists did not differentiate so
absolutely between Presbyterian and Congregational ways. Presbyterian Puritans in New
England generally were members of the established churches, which were Congrega-
tional. Presbyterian self-consciousness among the Puritans gradually increased, especially

after the heavy Scots-Irish immigration into the Middle Colonies in the early 1700s. The

first Presbyterian churches were founded on Long Island around 1640 by some New
England Puritans.
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was provided by John Wise in 1713 and more fully in 1717 when he published
A Vindication of the Government of New-England C_hurches. cout and Mas-
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Awakening of the 1730s and 40s than from any o vent -
W“k’ﬂle it isginossible to exaggerate its impact, there is greater hkehgood. g(fe ??glsera
estimating it because of the stereotypes sO often employed‘tc? escri cltoon
religious phenomenon. It was a complex con\{ergencl:e pf r;hilt?u:, ss;ct:; n';ent ”
. u
lectual, and political forces that defies simple ana ysis. atemner
intended as : ~aution in viewing the Awakening in terms that are ;mplﬁ?:}‘ 4
In New England the central figure was Jonathan Edwards. His tth oug it anc
work gave the Awakening a stamp that was not matched by any o rfeli ?eader;
even though in the Middle Colonies especially the_re were powi ’u'nﬂuence
whose revival work had begun nearly a decz;de ear‘ltxter. 'Of Edwards’ i
eqationalism, Sydney E. Ahlstrom has wrtter: )
o g C:’rleg‘;; agnd irrepressible expectancy entered the life of t}}e church;s. r: na
tional sense of intensified religious and moral resolutxgn wa;i nos h.a da
Evangelicalism in a new key was abroad in the land, and its wor t%e B
steady internal effect which was nowhere more apparent than in
regational churches.?® . _
%hg significance of Edwards for the Congrlegatlolngul‘ frhurzhti :saltgot;: :’e:;
i i nc
not only in his spiritual insightfulness and intellectual briliiance
he reprzsented. E{e was a product of Yale—not of Harvard which everf) g:;g r:}::
the venerable bastion of the Puritan tradition. He was a grgrk\)ds%n s‘:on olomon
Stoddard, whose liberalizing tendencies had been abhorred by bo
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vatives. Edwards represented the redesigned Congregational Way of Connegt.
icut.?®

His ministry in Northampton, where his grandfather had once served, is citeq
as the start of the Great Awakening in New England. But times of Spiritua]
revival had been known there even under Stoddard. More important for unde.
standing Edwards’ part in the Awakening are his writings, the most important
being the Treatise on the Religious Affections and Some Thoughts Conceming
the Present Revival of Religion in New England. His legacy to American Protes-
tantism was a modified Calvinism that incorporated experiential religion (that is,
the factor of the experience of God’s work in the human soul) into the main-
stream of the Reformed faith. In that emphasis Edwards provided a rationale for
a dominant characteristic of the Puritan faith, the experience of saving grace.
What happens within the human spirit as a result of faith in God’s justifying work
in Christ is the key to understanding justification. Sanctification, then, as the
direct work of God’s grace through the Spirit, assumed a major place not onlyin
the Reformed tradition of the Congregational churches but also in much of
American Protestantism. The distortions that Edwards’ legacy has suffered re-
sulted from the failure to heed his insistence upon God as the active participant
in the transformation of the human spirt: God as the initiator, God as the
designer, God as the one toward whom all things move. Recent scholarship
attests to the stature of Edwards’ work and his role in shaping American religious
life.

No powerful spiritual or intellectual movement ever leaves unmixed bless-
ings. The Awakening in New England, in the Middle Colonies, and in the South
left many different marks.* Because it was a movement of great vitality, evi-
dences of it can be traced for many decades. Among the Congregational
churches—concentrated as they were in New England where the. religious,
social, and political traditions already had long histories—the negative aspects of
the Awakening seem prominent. Theological divisions already in existence be-
fore the Awakening were sharpened by it. Edwardean thinking was known as
the New Divinity; then there were the liberals on one side and the Old Calvinists
on the other. Such theological divisions had both positive and negative effects.
On the whole, the intellectual vigor of the Awakening remained with the Edwar-
dean group.

Of greater significance generally for the Congregational churches in New
England was the resurgence of separatism. Always a latent force in churches of
the Congregational Way, the separatist impulse in Connecticut was
strengthened when many churches resisted the so-called presbyterianizing

*Readers are referred, in addition to books cited, to: Alan Heimert and Perry Miller, The
Great Awakening (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1967); Edwin Gaustad, The Great
Awakening in New England (New Yorlc Harper & Row, 1957).
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Awakening continued. Even as it did, howevgr_, the §p1nma e o il
waned. Changed social, economic, and political circumnstance:
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lightenment gradually eroded the more orthodox faith of the churches that hag
been revived by the Awakening. When independence came and the Revolution
was over, the churches were suffering a spiritual malaise of considerable Mag-
nitude.

CONGREGATIONALISM IN THE ERA OF DENOMINATIONS
Congregationalism in the nineteenth century reveals its distinctive character on
the American scene when viewed against the backdrop of the proliferating
denominational organizations of that period.* Four especially formative devel-
opments must be taken into consideration: disestablishment, the use of volun-
tary organizations, the Second Great Awakening, and the westward expansion
related to the Plan of Union in 1801 with the Presbyterians.

Disestablishment came slowly for New England Congregational churches.
For nearly two hundred years they had been in the privileged position of being
the “official churches” of the colonies. Not until 1818 did Connecticut cut the
churches loose from the state. Lyman Beecher, one of the most vigorous clerics
of the time and, at first, a strenuous opponent of disestablishment, later declared
it to be “the best thing that ever happened in the State of Connecticut” because
“it cut the churches loose from dependence on state support” and “threw them
wholly on their own resources and God.”?' Massachusetts was the last of the
New England states to enact disestablishment, in 1831.

Relationships among Congregational churches in New England were not
significantly changed by disestablishment. Thrown “on their own resources
before God,” the churches managed very well. Changes came chiefly as a result
of two other closely related developments: the use of voluntary organizations to
carry on missionary and philanthropic activity and the westward expansion of
the nation. The opening of upper and western New York State following the
peace with England attracted many New England Congregationalists. As early
as 1798 a missionary society was formed in Connecticut. Voluntary support was
the key to the capability of the churches to meet the needs of newly organized
congregations on the western frontier.

In 1801 a Plan of Union was adopted by the Connecticut Congregational
Association and the Presbyterian General Assembly for the express purpose of
collaboration in missionary work in the new Northwest Teritory. By a sharing of

*QOrganization of churches into regional (and later, national) bodies came slowly but was
hastened by disestablishment after the nation’s constitution was adopted. In the Anglican
(Episcopal) churches the first American bishop was consecrated in 1784, and by 1789 the
Protestant Episcopal Church in the USA was organized. Methodist Church organization
dates from the famous Christmas Conference in December of 1784. Although Puritan
Presbyterians had organized Presbyteries much earlier, it was not until 1789 that a full
Presbyterian government was established. Churches of Continental lineage did not or-
ganize as larger bodies until the 1820s and 30s.
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missionaries and ministers there was hope that the pressing needs of the.ne\yn
churches could be met. The Plan of Union symbolized Congregatxonah'sm s
recognition of the new era of religious pluralism in which new forms of reglgnal
and national church organization would be necessary to meet the r.elxgx.ous
needs of a growing population. The emerging new form was the denomination.
Many years were to pass, however, before Congregational churches wpuld
move specifically in that direction. Churches dependent upon a co.nnectlonal
systern, such as the Presbyterian and Methodist, were rapidly becoming purpo-
sive organizations with a national character. Because local independepcy was
cherished by Congregationalists they were at a disadvantage in relating to a
connectional systern. The consequence was the eventual breakdown of the Plan
of Union, which resulted in many Congregational churches in New York becom-
ing Presbyterian.

The moving force behind denominational expansion was the Second Great
Awakening. In New England the Second Awakening began as early as 1792 at
Yale but did not touch the churches extensively until 1798 to 1801. In contrast
to the western frontier phase of this Awakening, the New England experience
was marked by quiet zeal and fervor, without the emotional ph,enomenon
encouraged by the revivalists of the First Awakening. New England'’s Awakgn-
ing at the tumn of the century resulted in a remarkable outpouring of lay energies
in voluntary societies for missionary work, education, publication, and moral
reform. It fired the zeal of the Connecticut Missionary Society. The new spiritual
fervor of the churches resulted in the establishment of the American Board of
Commissioners for Foreign Missions in 1812 and of the American Home Mis-
sionary Society in 1826. Although interdenominational at first, these societies
were later supported almost solely by Congregational churches. ‘

Thus, evangelistic and missionary zeal rooted in the Second Awakening,
coupled with the expanded use of voluntary societies, accounted for' New
England’s Congregational contribution to the forming of the near West in the
first half of the nineteenth century. Churches were organized as far west as Fhe
Mississippi River and beyond by midcentury. Sydney E. Ahlstrom, in remarking
about the extension of the Puritan heritage westward, wrote:

The emergence of such “little New Englands™ had a striking effect not'(?nly

on the religious nature of the western communities, but also on their political,

economic, and cultural life; for this reason, it constitutes a highly significant
factor in any estimate of Puritan influence on American life.32

Apart from the Plan of Union of 1801 there is little in the first four decades of
the nineteenth-century Congregational expansion to indicate a concern about
Congregationalism as such. The Congregational pattern of local church life was
ideally suited to the needs of newly developing communities as New Englanders
moved into New York, Ohio, Michigan, and farther westward. Moved by the
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fervor for the gospel generated in the Awakening in their home com
Congregationalists “gathered” into churches for worship and education, Mings.
ters (clergy) were needed, but it was lay initiative that counted. COOperation
with other New Englanders, especially those of Presbyterian leanings, wag naty-
ral.

Congregational self-awareness was heightened in these new communities by
strife and division within the Presbyterian Church. Cooperation under the Plan
of Union became more difficult. Because their Presbyterian partners were often
embroiled in their own controversies, Congregationalists became more aware of
their own church tradition. On a comparative basis the Congregational form of
organization offered a freedom that was attractive to those who found the
voluntary system of organization a way of accomplishment. Growing self-
consciousness about polity, then, was the result.

From self-consciousness about traditions, to considerations of polity, and
thence to a gradual adoption of a denominational character and form of organi-
zation was the movement resulting from expansion westward.®® Although the
first state conference of Congregational churches was organized in Maine in
1826, that level of organization received its greatest impetus from the rapid
expansion in the midwestern states many decades later.> In many respects,
however, growing national consciousness as a *‘denomination” preceded state-
level organizations of churches. Only associations of ministers were generally
accepted on a statewide basis.

National consciousness and a national-level organization of churches were
not the same thing for Congregationalists. The traditional emphasis upon and
concern for the local church continually inhibited the concept of a larger organi-
zation of churches. Gaius Glenn Atkins and Frederick L. Fagley have argued
that national consciousness was inhibited by:

(1) The tradition that the duty of the local church was for the religious

leadership in the local community;

{2) The fear that a national organization would interfere with the freedom of

the local church;

{3) The continuing influence of the writings of Rev. John Wise in Mas-

sachusetts and other New England states;

{(4) The unconstitutional action of the Massachusetts General Association in

establishing the American Board; and

(5) The unfortunate results that followed establishment by the Connecticut

Association of the Plan of Union.®
National organization, if it was ever to be, had a powerful history to overcome.
Only in the later part of the nineteenth century, when the energies of the

western churches began to be felt, would that occur. On the expanding frontier,
history tended to be left behind.

muniﬁesy
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CoNGREGATIONAL CHURCHES AS A DENOMINATION:
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ears. These were announced in
| Association of New York and
een churches in the various

d d been building over the y
202 il to the Convention issued by the Genera
?he ded items having to do with: relationships betw
el the American Home Missionary Association, building new churches, and
derstanding of what Congregationalism is in respect to its theology
Cand its practices- More than anything clse, those agenda items reveal the grow-
inq influence of Congregational self-consciousness—the basic ingredient of de-
nommational identification. Subsequent general conventions confirmed this by
theit steady testimony to reliance upon the Congregational mode of church life.

The experience of the Albany Convention, supplemented by a host of grow-
ing concerns, which again illustrate Congregational s

olf-consciousness, ledtoa
second national gathering. This one, held in Boston during June 1865, was
noteworthy for the amount of discussion given to defining

Congregationalism.
t element of that defining process was t

An importan he concem to retain the
advantages of local church inde ding in some united way

pendency, while respon
to the crises brought on by the Civil War. Within that concern was also recogni-
tion of the need to “state the faith.” Significantly,

the most quoted product of
the Boston Council was the Burial Hill Declaration.® This statement of faith
occasioned lengthy debate. lts chief significance lies in explicit concermn for “the
union of all true believers —disunity being ‘‘the shame and scandal of
Christendom”—and in 2 commitment to work for “restoring unity to the di-
vided Church.”” The inclusion of this concern for unity in a council moving

toward denominational defin | churches is of significance

f concerns ha

mon un

ition for Congregationa

for understanding later calls for unity.
A reiteration of polity principles reminiscent of the Say
for substitution of hortatory for penal language, was also a

most striking sentence bears quotation:
That the ministry of the gospel by members of the churches who have been

duly called and set apart to that work implies in itself no power of govem-
ment, and that ministers of the gospel not elected to office in any church are

not a hierarchy, nor are they invested with

churches.*
In that statement was a clear
which has ever since differentiate
understanding of the ordained minister's
tradition.

The Albany and Boston meetings had adva
gregational churches throughout the nation by giving them a sense of identity in
their faith, history, and polity. However, no continuing general organization was

anticipated or proposed in those meetings. That step was taken at Oberlin in
1871 when the National Council of Congregational Churches was organized.
The heart of the agreement adopted was in the paragraph that declared:

brook Platform, except
dopted in Boston. Its

any official power in or over the

delimitation of the power of the office of ministty,
d the Congregational from the Presbyterian
role in the churches of the Reformed

nced the common cause of Con-
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The churches, therefore, while establishing this National Council #
fu-rtherance of the common interests and work of all the churches, d o t-he
tain the $cn'ptural and inalienable right of each church to self—gc’)veo o
angl a<.:lr'mnistration; and this National Council shall never exercise le m]m ot
gr Ju.dfcxal authon'ty,dnor consent to act as a council of reference.! Seitive
rovisions were made for regular meetings on ienni is,
sgntation of the churches through delegatesgco?npgs:c}leg?lgi)glas‘rr?i’nf;zzrr e
Iélty, for officers to serve from one triennial session to another, and for a ° anq
sional committee to make arrangements for succeeding ses’sions Thuprovl.
Congregational churches, after two hundred fifty years on the Ame;'ican ssc e
Eecame a denomination by establishing a continuing organization to implerﬁre]ﬁ{
agr;:x;f purposes and to enhance the relationship of the churches to one
. The 1871 Oberlin Council made history in yet another way. Adoption of
Declaration on the Unity of the Church” gave the new denomination a seonsz
of destiny. The words of the final paragraph of that declaration were expressiv
of the concem for Christian unity affirmed in all the Reformed tradition )
We be}leve in “the holy catholic church.” It is our prayer and endeaw;r that
the unity of the church may be more and more apparent, and that the p;ayer
of our Lord for his disciples may be speedily and completely answered, and
all l'oe one; that by consequence of this Christian unity in love, the world’ ma
believe in Christ as sent of the Father to save the world.*? , g

CONGREGATIONALISM AND FREEDOM’S FERMENT

To rgcount the organizational development of the Congregational churches in
the nineteenth century without recognition of their role in the Protestant shaping
f)f the young nation is to pass over much of the story of the continuing Puritan
impulse ,t,o which historians point. That impulse expressed itself in “freedom’s
ferment,” particularly during the pre-Civil War years.*® At that time its energies
were tbroyvn into evangelizing the new settlements of the West and into
humanitarian endeavors to meet ever-increasing social problems, particularly
s.lavery. Following the war that impulse exhibited itself in the, evangelical
liberalism which produced, on the one hand, the Social Gospel and, on the
:;tgg,uthe extension of a Protestant empire through the denominatic;nal net-
_ Evangelism and humanitarian endeavor were not confined to the Congrega-
tional churches in the early decades of the nineteenth century, but these
ch.urches were uniquely free to respond to the claims laid upon th:am by their
faith 'and .by the society. Unfettered by ecclesiastical structures, Con-
gregatlon'z:\l.lsts gave expression to their evangelistic and humanitarian ir;pulses
by organizing a vast array of voluntary societies. Inheritors of a Calvinist faith
(translated in Edwardean categories) in which the sovereign rule of God implied

156

A

the restraint of evil and the transformation of individuals and the society, these
Christians poured their energies into the voluntary agencies with a serene confi-
dence in the rightness of their causes and in the possibility of achievement.
Although many causes attracted their concern, by the fourth decade one
cause dominated: the antislavery movement. Abolitionist sentiment and activity
flourished in New England, gradually overcoming antagonism and crystallizing
ublic opinion. Even evangelization and missionary societies took up the cause
as Christian awareness was heightened. This confluence of evangelizing ener-
giesand humanitarian concern in the antislavery movement issued in an organi-
zation whose history extended beyond the Civil War, through the Reconstruc-
tion, to the present. That organization is the American Missionary Association.
The story of this remarkable organization, which continues as a corporate
entity within the United Church Board for Homeland Ministries, epitomizes the
major strains of the religious humanitarian impulses of the Awakenings. Bothiits
long history and the focus of its work, particularly in education, exemplify the
special qualities of the voluntary societies of the nineteenth century. Organized
in 1846, it brought together several other groups involved in the antislavery

movement. Clara Meritt De Boer has called attention to the unique feature of

its charter—directing its concern not simply to Blacks but to the “elimination of

caste”—and to the fact that a large number of Afro-Americans were active
supporters and workers in the association.?® The educational focus of its work
during the Reconstruction ecarned for it the commendation of being the “most
effective of these church-oriented agencies for the freedman.”*

Unlike the Presbyterians, Methodists, and Episcopalians, the Con-
gregationalists were free of the severe strains of sectional division caused by the
slavery issue and the Civil War. Few New England Congregationalists migrated
southward. Their migration carried them across New York State into Ohio,
Michigan, lllinois, and westward. They were a northern group, and, in addition,
they lacked the connectional system that gave way under sectional conflict. The
result was the direction of energies toward constructive service in the voluntary

societies.

CONGREGATIONALISTS AND A CHRISTIAN AMERICA

The Protestant vision of a Christian civilization shaped by America was a major
force in denominational activity and expansion following the Civil War. Con:
gregationalists shared that vision widely and contributed some of the most
influential voices to the interpretation of it. Horace Bushnell, whose name has
been remembered longer than almost any other theologian of that period be--
cause of his book Christian Nurture, was one of the earlier Congregational
theologian-pastors to hold aloft that vision. His words have been frequently

quoted:
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The wilderness shall bud and blossom as the rose before us; and we will not
cease, till a christian nation throws up its temples of worship on every hij| and
plain; till knowledge, virtue and religion, blending their dignity and thej,
healthful power, have filled our great country with a manly and happy race
of people, and the bands of a complete christian commonwealth are seen to
span the continent.#
In the post-Civil War period this theme was picked up in chauvinistic fashion by
many denominational leaders as a way of giving focus to their ambitious pro.
grams. In such expressions the real spirit of evangelical liberalism was logt,
Dreams of a “righteous empire” tended to be far removed from the spirit of the
Christ.

Nevertheless, there were positive and constructive voices during the same
period calling attention to Christian responsibility for dealing with the difficult
issues of the society. What was known as the Social Gospel movement drew
heavily upon the transformationist emphases of evangelical liberalism. Although
the name of Walter Rauschenbusch, a Baptist, is most prominently identified
with the Social Gospel, it was Josiah Strong, a Congregational minister, who
provided creative leadership in the implementation of the vision. Strong was a
disciple of Bushnell and reflected the latter’s visionary stance. At the same time,
however, he was a keen social analyst and a superior organization shaper.
Along with others in the Congregational fellowship, he helped to focus the
concern of the churches upon the growing urban crises brought on by indus-
trialization. Other voices of national prominence on the scene of social concemn
were Washington Gladden and Graham Taylor.

Adding to the vision of a Christian America, so prominent among the Con-
gregationalists of the period, was the consistent commitment to education,
which over the years gave to the nation more than forty colleges and a dozen
theological seminaries. The passion for education, the cultivation of reason, and
the enlightenment of the mind were first in the service of the gospel. Education
of ministers was the primary motive for the establishment of many schools, with
Harward leading the way in 1638, followed by Yale and many others as the
years went on. Equally important, however, was the commitment to a vision of
life in which the transformation of the person required intellectual nurture.
Westward expansion of Congregational churches can be traced by the colleges
and seminaries established along the way as far as the West Coast.

Perhaps some of the most severe testing of the vision of a Christian America
came through the challenge to the churches posed by the vast immigration of
peoples, particularly from Europe. Congregationalists intent upon their home
missionary task did not neglect those who came from the Continent. Providing
ministerial leadership for the large number of German- and Scandinavian-
speaking immigrants who pushed westward from Chicago became a major
objective of Chicago Theological Seminary, which had been founded in 1855.
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n recounting the development of a denominational izati
el : itional organization for the Con-
o rches, no attention has been given thus far to efforts to imple-

the denominationa

ment the concern for Christian unity. That concern was expressed repeatedly as
| organization took shape. Atkins and Fagley comment that

de as many gestures toward union

“no other religious body in America has ma
3952

with other religious bodies as have the various National Councils.

Denominational organization itself, of course, posed problems of a special
on of unity. Their

kind for the Congregationalists with respect to the quest
voluntary “associational” relationship made it relatively easy for individual local
churches to affiliate with a Congregational association.* However, the union of
the national organs of the Congregational Churches with other national struc-
tures tended to be more complicated.

On two occasions the National Council acted to recognize other groups of
churches as conferences on parity with state conferences. The effect was to give
tion in the National Council. One such action, in

such conferences representa
1925, was to recognize the Evangelical Protestant Conference. Made up of a
small number of German “union” {Lutheran and Reformed) churches in west-

ern Pennsylvania, this conference later disappeared as the congregations were

absorbed into the state conference.
In many respects a more important event of the same kind took place in

1927, when the General Conference of German Congregational Churches was
given parity recognition. This group of churches is one of the best illustrations of
the energetic missionary work carried on among German immigrants by Con-
gregational churches and the American Home Missionary Society. George
Eisenach has traced the history of the General Conference from its beginnings in
Jowa, calling the State of lowa “the cradie of German Congregationalism in the
United States.””*®
It was the American Home Missionary Society that responded to the needs of
the Germans there by bringing ministers and missionaries from Germany and
Switzerland. As that effort among the Germans grew, they organized associ-
ations, sought twice to establish schools for the training of ministers in the
German language, and became a conference in 1883. The role of the society
was augmented in 1882, when Chicago Theological Seminary agreed to estab-
lish a German department to take over the theological training of ministers that
had been started at Crete, Nebraska four years earlier. The positive influence of
this department over the years is acknowledged again and again by Eisenach.®
In 1936 there were 215 congregations scattered in the northwestern states.

Many of them maintained their identity out of a later immigration of German-

Russians after 1872. These German people had first migrated to the Odessa and
generations, found life there too

Volga regions of Russia and then, after many
restrictive. They found freedom in the United States, settling in the Dakotas and
other western states.
*This was the way some Congregational
gational fellowship in 1892. Those churdl
Civil War.
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Presbyterian Synod of Kentucky in 1803, they also took the simple name
uchristian.”* These churches spread into Ohio, Indiana, and lilinois.

What brought these three “Christian” movements together? Historians have
ointed to two incidents that have undoubtedly played a part in their con-
One of James O'Kelly's co-workers was Rice Hagagard, a dedicated
and untiring exponent of New Testament simplicity. Haggard is known to have
worked among the Kentucky churches of the Stone movement, thus establish-

on ground. Contact with the Jones group of churches in New England

ing comm
was given a boost when Haggard wrote an article addressed “To the Different

Societies on the Sacred Import of the Name Christian.”” When this appeared in
the Herald of Gospel Liberty, a paper published by the New England Christian
Connection churches, the movement gained visibility. James O'Kelly likewise
wrote an article for the Herald of Gospel Liberty in which he discussed “A Plan
of Union Proposed,” giving a long list of reasons for the union of all Christians.
Some years passed before any formal meetings occurred, but in 1820 the
United General Conference of Christians was held in Connecticut.

William T. Scott argues that the convergence of these groups, each with such

different beginnings but with a common passion for Christian union, was the

work of God.®¢ Six principles were unanimously affirmed for the basis of their
Christ as the only head of the

common venture as the Christian Church: (1)
church; (2) the name Christian so as to exclude party distinctions; (3) the holy
scriptures as the only rule of faith and practice; (4) Christian character as the
only requirement for membership; (5) the right of private judgment and liberty
of conscience; (6) the union of all of Christ's followers.

There were in all three groups and in their subsequent development as a
denomination the distinctive marks of the Awakening in the frontier settlements.
The frontier tended to elevate and exaggerate traits of the Awakening, which in
New England were muted by the tradition of a more settled social situation.
They were the “levelling” tendencies that dominated the frontier spirit of de-
mocracy, the anticreedalism that moved toward biblical literalism, and the ex-
treme individualism that issued from the claim to the right of private judgment
and liberty of conscience. An egalitarian idealism emerged in the frontier condi-
tions that affected the churches as well as the society generally. In the churches
(in varying degrees according to the different traditions) it supplanted the au-

thority of tradition.
All of this, however, continue
much of American Protestantism. N

p
vergence.

d to exhibit the primal Puritan rootage of so
urtured in the soil of frontier life, that root-

*Some of the churches of Stone’s movement later entered into local unions with another
group that was using the names “Chistian” and “*Disciples of Christ’—a group having its
origins in the work of Alexander Campbell. The latter group eventually became the largest
indigenous body of Protestants in the land. The connection in the 1830s has resulted in

much confusion, especially for those churc

hes under discussion in this chapter.
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5 members were reported.”’ By 1929 the Afro-American

hes with 3,39
chure on of the Christian Church a total

Conventio? reported to the General Conventi
of one hundred sixty-five churches and over 30,000 members.®

From the beginning of the Christian Church movement, the theme of Chris-
fian unity was sounded repeatedly. When the General Convention assembled in
1874, the delegates adopted a Manifesto setting forth principles of unity.
d in part by the involvement of several Jeaders who had participated in
tional Evangelical Alliance,” the Manifesto reflected the fundamental

the interna
sense of the Christian Church movement that unity is primarily a matter of
t and character. No unity in doctrine or polity was considered

Christian spiti
at which springs from the love and forebearance of “true Chris-

possible; only th
tians.” In that spirit the Manifesto concludes: “INe are ready to forma corporate

union with any body of Christians upon the basis of those great doctrines which
underlie the religion of Christ. . . . We are ready to submit all minor matters
to...the individual conscience.”*

Unity, for all of such declarations, came no more casily for the Christian
Church movement than it did for other denominations. Doctrine and polity are
not the only things that divide the body of Christ; the spirit of love and forebear-
ance that Christian character should manifest is always countered by human
self-concern (thus defensiveness), prejudice, and the limits of understanding.
Efforts to reunite the northern and southern groups of these churches were
inhibited by these factors. Finally, however, in 1890, a Plan of Union was
adopted, bringing the American Convention of Christian Churches (north) and
the General Convention (south) into the new General Convention. No central
organization was established, but a pattern of collaboration was begun, al-

though not without friction.®®

CONGREGATIONALISM LOOKING AHEAD
The 1931 union, which brought this convention with the National Council of
Congregational Churches into the new body known as the General Council of

Congregational Christian Churches, marked a watershed of denominational

development of Congregationally organized churches. Church union was

abroad in the land, and no church body was more concerned about it. In ten
other nations Congregational churches as national bodies had entered into
union with other communions between 1900 and 1950, with a consequent
disappearance of the “congregational’ name.

The process of church union challenged Congregational Christian Churches
to reconsider their basic theology of the church—to go farther back into their

tradition than simply the nineteenth century. In response to that challenge they
discovered anew a point of view that guided their Puritan forebears. Whether
separatist or nonseparatist, unity in Christ required expression. The church is
one. If separation seemed necessaty, it was only a step toward re-forming the
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church. In such a conception the church is understood as the Body of
The one Head of the church is its reality as a unity even where the chyrc
all together in one place. Because the Lord gathers the church, the local church
is, as Peter Forsyth said, “but the outcrop of the total and continyoy,
Church. . . . People did not go to a meeting which was on its way 10 become ,
Church; they went to the Church at a certain place of meeting. . . . It i not g
Church with sympathies with others, it was the Church, and there were no
others—only similar outcrops of the one . . . Church.”¢6

In this movement back toward their fundamental English Reformed tradition,
the Congregational Christian Churches found church union in terms of do.
nominational structures a real possibility. In that tradition the forms or organs of
the church as an organization are always provisional—related to the realities of
the society in which Christians live. The aim, however encumbered by limited
human vision or circumstance, remains that of all who confess and know Christ
to live the life of discipleship. The church, then, is where Christ lives in the midst
of the people.
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